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Field Crops Newsletter:

November, 2003

Special Notice:
*Cotton Shortcourse: December 3 to 5 at MSU.
*Delta Expo: January 20 and 21 in Cleveland.
Let me know if you need more information.
In General:
Even though some of you are still harvesting, I
believe the majority can agree that 2003 will go down in the
record books as one of our best years. It started off a little
shaky, with heavy rains that challenged all of us and made us
think that our run of adversity had not ended. Quite a bit of
replanting was done, and many fields had stands that were not
as good as we would have liked.
As we all know now, we have produced good yields
of all our major field crops in spite of the problems. For this,
we must be thankful, but we have to remember that along with
good fortune, a lot of correct decisions were made. We must
continue to make good decisions in the future. While we are
enjoying success, we need to keep our minds on the future.
We need to get as much “mileage” out of this good crop as we
can. Start planning now for another good year in 2004.
Cotton, Corn, and Soybeans:
I could make this short by saying that the keys to
good yields are adequate moisture, adequate but not too much
heat, sunlight, and a sound production program, but you all
know that. It’s difficult to assign values to these parts of the
equation for good yields, but I’ll take a stab at it. Something
like two-thirds of the formula for good yields can be assigned
to weather, and the other third is the result of all the other
things you do toward producing the crop. Unfortunately,
weather cannot be controlled, so you are dealing with being
able to “manage” only a third of the overall program.
The idea I want to pass along here is that since you
can only control a third of the things that lead to the final level
of success or lack-of-success, you have to do the very best job
of managing that third. Now is a good time to think about this
because this year it’s clear that when practices are done right
the results can be outstanding.
Since we can’t control weather, we must spend most
of our time making certain that the things we do are right.
You know these things as well as I do. They fall under major
headings that include: Drainage, Soil Fertility, Variety
Selection, Stand Establishment, Pest Management

(including weeds, insects, and diseases), Harvesting, and
Marketing. I want to “tear” these apart a little and look at
some of the parts of these major items.
Drainage is first on my list because this one gives us
our best opportunity to control some of the problems caused
by weather. When we have an opportunity to modify at least
some of the negative effects of weather that apply stress to
crops we need to take full advantage of it. Drainage is
important in wet years, dry years, and in-between years. The
reason it is so important is that drainage “directly” influences
every other aspect of crop production, including field
preparation, stand establishment, fertilizer efficiency, weed
control, plant development, and harvesting. Drainage has
what I would term a “profound” effect on the development of
the most important part of the crop plant – the roots. Without
good drainage, you have a big disadvantage from the start, one
that is essentially impossible to overcome.
Soil fertility is my next item. Our inclination has
always been to think of soil fertility as a way to supply plants
with the “building blocks” for a good crop. This is of course
true, but another aspect of soil fertility is that we must
“protect” plants from sources of stress like low pH, and
toxicities of elements like aluminum and manganese.
Neutralizing an acid soil with applications of lime protects the
roots by keeping many of these toxins tied up and out of
solution. At the same time it supplies calcium and
magnesium, and sets the stage for “normal” organic activity.
When this happens, root systems can expand normally, and
soil organisms like beneficial mycorrhizae and other “good”
micro-organisms, earthworms, and other forms of life can play
their role in making the soil a better medium for good root
development. When all this works right, moisture and
fertilizer elements are more available to crop plants. Related
issues include tillage and crop rotation since they are closely
linked to the development of organic matter and how long it
lasts in soil. Last year taught all of us that tillage cannot be
totally eliminated, but it can be reduced to the point that soil
can function normally in its role as the media for root
development. Crop rotation has proven itself time and time
again as a way of raising the level of organic activity in soil,

and any “complete” program will sooner or later have to
include rotation if soil quality is to be maintained or improved.
Variety selection has come to the forefront in recent
years. It’s not uncommon to see the best varieties of
soybeans, corn, and cotton produce yields almost double those
of other varieties. Tolerances to drought, diseases, insects,
and other stresses account for most of the differences, but the
finer points of local adaptation, soil type preference, and other
factors are involved as well. I would like to have an official
variety trial in each of at least four soil regions that are in the
area I serve, but realities do not allow for that. The next best
thing is for you to run your own evaluations of varieties that
look promising for your farm. Plant a few acres and judge
them for yourself. Use the MAFES variety results as a
beginning, not as an end in making your decision on varieties.
I may surprise you by including stand establishment
as a major item, but without it all the other parts are
unimportant. This is an item that I must say most of you folks
are doing a great job with. Uniform seed placement, depth,
spacing, and population are critical items for all our crops.
Enough depth is important for corn, but for soybeans and
cotton too much depth can be disastrous. The improvements
that have been made in planter quality in the last twenty years
are amazing, but you still have to set that precision instrument
to place the seed correctly so that you will get a uniform stand
of healthy plants. Seed treatment products play a very
important role in stand establishment; I believe we all realize
how important they were this year. The most important part
of stand establishment is seed quality. Even though seed
suppliers do exhaustive evaluations of seed quality, you still
must satisfy yourself that seed are high in quality; whatever
measures you must take to do this are worthwhile.
Pest management has changed a lot in the last few
years, but as some of our old problems fall into the
background new ones have taken their places. I don’t have to
tell you that nature has a way of getting around our best
efforts. Herbicide tolerant crop varieties seemed to be the
answer to all our weed problems just a few crops ago, but
today we are faced with weed challenges that have escaped the
new technologies. Insects we once considered as “secondary
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pests” are now doing as much damage as some of the old
“major” pests. Aphids and plant bugs have to a large degree
replaced the Heliothis complex, and stinkbugs are well on
their way to damaging mid-to-late-season cotton as severely as
weevils did before Eradication. We have to stay on our toes to
be ahead of all the challenges nature is throwing at us;
scouting, accurate choice of control measures, and good
timing are even more important now than in the past.
Harvesting is like stand establishment in that without
it nothing else matters. There is no reason to grow a crop
without good preparations for harvesting. With a few
exceptions, in corn and soybeans it usually boils down to the
mechanics of getting the grain out of the field and into storage.
For cotton it’s a lot more complicated. Preparation of the crop
with defoliants, boll openers, and desiccants can be critical for
yield, grade, and timely harvesting.
Marketing is at the end of my list, but it is really in a
category by itself. Without a good marketing strategy,
growing a crop is more like a hobby than a business. The days
of just growing a crop and then selling it are gone. Don’t be
deceived by this year when prices are good at harvest; this is
the exception. The best strategy is to spread the risk across the
year, at least on the amount of yield needed to pay expenses.
If you have additional yield beyond the break-even level,
holding it for an opportunity like we have now is great. I have
seen too many people hold crops only to take a lower price.
I’ll stop there before I get over my head.
In Conclusion:
This is the time to remind ourselves that we only play
a small role in all this. Our successes and failures are like tiny
ripples on the ocean of history. We’ve had a good year, but
next year may be even better – or worse. All we can do is
prepare a place for our crops to grow, do the things we know,
and leave the rest to God. Thanksgiving will be here soon;
don’t forget what the day is for.

